Due to its colonial past, Ireland has often been described as an exceptional state in Western Europe. The discourse of Irish exceptionalism also suggests a smoother path of integration for Muslim migrants compared to other Western European countries. Apart from providing an overview of Muslim immigration to the Republic of Ireland in the last 20 years, the paper critically engages with the discourse of Irish exceptionalism and discusses how Ireland's experience of colonialism shapes current discourses on the new Islamic presence in the Republic of Ireland.
Résumé En raison de son passé colonial, l'Irlande a souvent été décrite comme un Etat exceptionnel en Europe occidentale. Le discours fondé sur l'idée d'une exception irlandaise suggère également une voie plus aisée d'intégration pour les migrants musulmans que dans les autres pays d'Europe de l'Ouest. En plus d'une vue d'ensemble de l'immigration musulmane en République d'Irlande au cours des vingt dernières années, cet article propose une analyse critique du discours exceptionnaliste et discute la manière dont l'expérience irlandaise du colonialisme modèle les discours contemporains sur la présence islamique nouvelle en République d'Irlande. Mots clés : Islam, Musulmans, Irlande, exceptionnalisme, postcolonialisme
Scholarship on the experiences of Muslim immigration to smaller countries at the geographical margins of Europe suggests that the dynamics that have become paradigmatic to Western European countries which have received the bulk of post-World War II Muslim immigration are only relevant to a limited extent. As patterns of immigration have differed, issues around the continuous socio-economic marginalisation of Muslim migrant communities in their new host societies, fear of an increasing Islamisation of the public sphere, the securitisation of Islam post-9/11 and public debates about the place of Muslims in Europe's liberal democracies have not gained the same degree of prominence in Ireland. It appears that the integration of Muslims in the Republic of Ireland has been a success story, a notion that is reiterated by representatives of major Muslim organisations, Christian churches, the media, Irish politicians and in academic scholarship to some extent as well 1 . Certain factors create different dynamics in discussions of the place of Islam in Ireland: Ireland is the only postcolonial country in Western Europe; religion in the form of the Catholic Church has played a significant role in the construction of Irish nationalism and exercised immense social power in the past; a process of secularisation only began in the 1970s; Ireland's experience of multiculturalism is very recent, only beginning in the early 1990s with the economic boom leading to mass immigration to Ireland and a rapid increase of the Muslim population. As a result of these particular historical experiences, a discourse of "Irish exceptionalism" has emerged to suggest the exceptional position of Ireland within Western Europe. This discourse of exceptionalism also becomes apparent in questions of the integration of migrants in general and Muslims in particular, proposing a smoother path of integration for Muslim migrants compared to other Western European countries.
The Muslim population has grown from around from around 4,000 in the early 1990s to almost 50,000 according to the 2011 Census. The rapid growth of the Muslim population is illustrative of the socio-cultural changes of Irish society in the aftermath of the Celtic Tiger Years (1995) (1996) (1997) (1998) (1999) (2000) (2001) (2002) (2003) (2004) (2005) (2006) (2007) (2008) which turned Ireland from a country of emigration to one of immigration and transformed Ireland from a fairly homogeneous society to one that is marked by a high degree of cultural and religious diversity which challenges the traditional bi-sectarian lens of Irish religious history 2 . Apart from providing an overview of Muslim immigration to the Republic of Ireland in the last 20 years, the paper critically engages with the discourse of Irish exceptionalism and discusses how Ireland's experience of colonialism shapes current discourses on the new Islamic presence in the Republic of Ireland.
The Discourse of Irish Exceptionalism
Nations are "imagined communities 3 " whose collective identities are products of discourses that are constructed, imagined and conveyed through narratives of national culture: "People are not only legal citizens of a nation; they participate in the idea of the nation as represented in its national culture. A nation is a symbolic community 4 ". This process of national identity construction utilises notions of "national uniqueness 5 " which differentiates a nation from other nations and creates a sense of homogeneity to transcend intra-national differences and diversity. Such a relational approach to national identification processes contains the demarcation from Others that are identified as different and distinct from the nation. Anna Triandafyllidou introduces the concept of the "Significant Other" which "refers to another nation or ethnic group that is usually territorially close to, or indeed within, the national community. Significant Others are characterized by their peculiar relationship to the in-group: they represent what the in-group is not 6 ". In contemporary Europe, immigrant communities and Muslim immigrants in particular have become the "Significant Other" of European societies threatening assumptions of ethnic, cultural and national homogeneity by their racial and cultural differences.
In the Irish context, Britain as Ireland's former colonial power has historically been its external "Significant Other". Postcolonial national identity discourses have created dichotomies between Britishness and Irishness in order to recover a sense of pre-colonial "authentic" Irish identity that was lost or destroyed by British cultural penetration. Protestants and Travellers have been construed as internal "Significant Others" in Ireland. Protestants have been associated with Britishness and hence religio-culturally different and Travellers have been seen as a social group whose non-sedentary life-style and assumed ethnic difference threatens mainstream definitions of Irish identity. While Protestants have managed to thrive in "a cultural ghetto 7 " because of their socio-economic status, Travellers have experienced significant discrimination and immense cultural and socio-economic marginalisation 8 . Ireland's unique position as Western Europe's only postcolonial nation has also contributed to a sense of national uniqueness, referred to as Irish exceptionalism. It denotes the idea that Ireland is an anomaly among the nation-states of Western Europe, an anomaly that became manifest in economic underdevelopment, the highest emigration rates in the European Economic Community, confessional underpinnings of the island's different national identities, a long and protracted history of ethno-religious conflict in Northern Ireland and the strong social power of the Catholic Church over public morality and clerical interventions in education and health. However, in the early 21 st century, Ireland does not appear to be that exceptional any more. The Celtic Tiger economic boom countered the historical narrative of Ireland's economic underdevelopment and turned Ireland from a country of emigration to one of immigration. Continuing and accelerating the trend that began in the 1970s, the increasing globalisation of the Irish economy and society, economic development and the revelation of clerical abuse scandals undermined the socio-cultural standing of the Catholic Church and its sway over public morality and resulted in the liberalisation of private morality and legislative changes which permit divorce or same sex marriages. The Good Friday Agreement of 1998 saw the end of the military conflict in Northern Ireland and the formation of a power-sharing government between Protestants and Catholics 9 . Recent scholarship has questioned the notion of Ireland as an exception in Western Europe. Revisionist approaches to Irish history during British rule have problematised or rejected the discourse of colonial victimisation and argued that the notion of exceptionalism has been used to amplify and to internalise cultural, religious and political differences between Ireland and Britain in order to construe a postcolonial national identity. The questioning of Irish exceptionalism has gained further momentum in social science research on the socio-cultural transformation following the economic boom of the 1990s 10 .
However, it appears that there still exists one area in which Ireland is exceptional. Representatives of Muslim organisations in Ireland emphasise the good cooperation between them and the Irish government and emphasise the general respect shown in Ireland for religion which has helped Muslims to seek accommodation for their cultural and religious needs in a much easier fashion compared to the rest of Europe:
Leaders of the small but growing Muslim community also speak warmly of their good relations with the Irish state and public, emphasising their preference for the respect paid to religion in Ireland compared to the secular atmosphere of a country like Great Britain The contrast created in this statement between "religious Ireland" and "secular Britain" is a striking observation, echoing notions of Irish exceptionalism and the dichotomisation between Irish and British socio-cultural identities. In the following discussion, the new Islamic presence is connected with the notion of Irish exceptionalism. After providing an overview of Muslim immigration to the Republic of Ireland from the mid-1990s, discursive spaces of Islam in Ireland in light of the country's own postcoloniality and national identity construction will be examined.
Muslim Immigration in the Celtic Tiger Years
It has become a common to mark the early to mid 1990s as a major watershed period in Irish economic development and consequent migration patterns Muslim migration to Ireland has been extremely diverse without any particular ethnic or cultural group being predominant. The census data also suggests a socioeconomic gap within the overall Muslim population which is linked to patterns of Muslim settlement in Ireland post-WWII. Sustained Muslim settlement from the 1950s until the early 1990s was made up primarily of students who came for higher education and then stayed, or those wishing to set up businesses. Thus, they had solid educational and professional backgrounds. A significant proportion of Muslims are highly qualified, possess tertiary educational degrees and work as educated professionals on higher salary scales. Ireland's economic boom since Ireland is exceptional among the EU member states because for centuries it experienced colonialism from the perspective of the colonised. While this history remains tragic, today it gives the country a unique position in Europe. Not only could this experience help Ireland to accommodate the growing cultural diversity in its own society; it also enables the country to play a leading role in redei ning the European stance towards other cultures 23 .
This line of argumentation connects Irish exceptionality with a European mission; Ireland not only is better prepared to cope with its new internal diversity, it should also lead the rest of Europe towards embracing a different attitude towards the cultures and societies of formerly colonised nations.
These discursive references to Ireland's colonial past suggest "that there is a huge amount of historical and traditional commonalities between Muslim immigrants and the Irish natives 24 ". In addition, with the increasing importance of commemorating the Great Famine of 1845-52, efforts have been made to connect this paradigmatic tragedy of colonial Ireland with Muslim relief efforts at that time. Apart from Queen Victoria and some native American tribes, the Ottoman Sultan 'Abdül-Mecid I (1823-61) donated £1,000 (after being dissuaded by Queen Victoria from donating more) and secretly sent three or five ships with food aid to Ireland which could unload at the port of Drogheda in 1847 25 . . Muslims cannot be construed as the "Significant Other" of Irish national identity, because both groups share too much in common to be opposed to each other. In addition, Ireland's postcolonial credentials, its tradition of neutrality and military non-intervention and pro-Palestinian stance provide little opportunity for young Muslims to be antagonised to the Irish state and to be lured by radical Islamic discourse 31 . This explains the weak securitisation of Muslims in Ireland as compared to other Western European countries 32 The recently discovered anecdote of Turkish relief aid during the Irish faminethough not entirely factual -is supposed to create a space for Muslims in the Irish postcolonial memory of the Great Famine.
However, the postcolonial memory of victimisation and nationalist struggle of Ireland obscures the actual complicity of certain segments of Irish society in British imperialist endeavours. A more balanced reading of Ireland's postcoloniality needs to pay attention to the ambivalent position of Ireland in the British Empire: "Given that the colonial moment was, and the imperial moment is, determinative of the cultural and political identities of twentieth-century peoples, Ireland is doubly hybrid, subject and object of the process . The racialisation of anti-colonial discourse also becomes evident in notions that the very whiteness of the Irish is the reason why they should be independent 35 . Irish anti-colonial struggle is therefore marked by a particular ambivalence. On the one hand, it is based on an anti-British and anti-imperialist ideology which shaped Irish national identity formation after independence and resulted in Ireland's support for the anti-colonial struggles of African and Asian nations. On the other hand, it is also based on a mono-cultural understanding of Irish identity as defined by birth and ethnicity, Gaelic language and culture, Catholicism and the predominantly rural life of Ireland which need to be defended against foreign intrusion and cultural penetration 36 . While Ireland's postcoloniality is used to suggest a more accommodating environment for Muslim migrants, the ambivalence of the Irish colonial experience can also result in a more defensive stance of an Irish society whose mono-cultural self-perception is increasingly challenged by Citizenship was also conceived in neo-liberal terms. The close monitoring of immigration was legitimised in terms of economic benefits and to prevent welfare fraud by immigrants and asylum seekers. Because of this neo-liberal migration regime, arguments of the pro-referendum campaign did not utilise notions of cultural foreignness to restrict access to citizenship but presented citizenship as a kind of commodity which rewards hardworking immigrants for their contributions to Irish society and economy. Hence, anti-immigration discourse did not pay much attention to the cultural and religious backgrounds of immigrants 41 . A real Islamophobic discourse did not emerge and was not picked up by any of the political party and in wider public discourse before the Citizenship Referendum and afterwards.
However, with the growing numbers of Muslims living in Ireland and their increased visibility in the public sphere, discourse have emerged that echo antiMuslim sentiments across Europe. Representatives of Muslim organisations often refer to the Irish "respect for religion" as creating an environment that is more accommodating than the more secular societies of other Western European countries 42 . Reference is made to the unproblematic establishment of two publicly-funded, faith-based Muslim primary schools in Dublin which went ahead without any bureaucratic complications or public outcry 43 . Debates around the permissibility of the Islamic headscarf in public schools have not gained the prominence in Ireland as they have elsewhere in Europe. There is a sense that "a number of issues, e.g. food, prayer, hijab… are usually sorted out easily 44 " when Muslim pupils enter schools.
In 2008, Ireland experienced its own minor headscarf affair when the principal of a secondary school in Co. Wexford referred a Muslim parent's enquiry whether his daughter was allowed to wear the headscarf to the Department of Education . The guidelines provided by the Department remained rather vague leaving it up to individual schools to decide on which policy to adopt with regards to the hijab 46 . In the course of the public debate following this incident, the hijab was presented as "a symbol of repression and submission 47 ", as having "an element of male domination over females 48 ", as expressing "a refusal to integrate 49 " and as an example of "repressive minority customs 50 " a liberal democracy cannot accept. Ruairi Quinn, at that time Labour spokesperson for education and since 2011 Minister for Education and Skills, stated that the hijab conflicts with "the rules and regulations" of "a Western society that is Christian and secular 51 ", echoing similar discourses across Europe which see wearing the headscarf as a sign to assert Muslim identity and as a challenge to a secularised cultural Christian identity of Europe 52 . While most Irish schools allow Muslim girls to wear the hijab, a recent case in which a Muslim girl was not allowed to wear it when enrolling at a secondary school in Dun Laoghaire 53 illustrates the uncertainty around this issue and the prevalence of views that deem the hijab as having no place in Irish society. Instances have been reported of Muslim women who had to remove their headscarf when their photos were taken for residence permits that are issued by the Garda 54 . A Lithuanian Muslim convert, employed at Dunnes Stores, opened a case for unfair dismissal in 2012 as she was not permitted to wear hijab at work 55 .
A recently concluded research project has found out that Muslim women in Ireland wearing the headscarf are more prone to be victims of anti-Muslim verbal and physical assaults than Muslim women who do no wear it or Muslim men whose religious identity is not openly displayed 56 . There has been increasing opposition to mosques in Ireland, usually related to traffic and planning issues. In Cork, a new mosque on a busy road close to the city centre in 2013 faced opposition of residents in the neighbourhood who complained of traffic and noise disruptions and violations of the original planning permission 57 . Similar objections were also raised to a mosque in Galway which is currently under construction 58 . In the run up to granting planning permission for the large mosque complex planned in Clongriffin, North Dublin, a local politician opposed the size of the development, arguing it does not meet local development plans 59 . While such opposition to mosque projects was rare in Ireland in the past, with the growing number of mosques and their increasing visibility, public debates around mosque construction have risen, mirroring similar debates in other European countries. While disguised in bureaucratic jargon with references to planning permissions, noise and traffic etc., these debates reveal a growing unease with the increasing visibility of Islamic religious practices in the public sphere across Europe 60 .
Conclusion
The racialisation of Irish national identity and citizenship which came to the fore during the Citizenship Referendum of 2004 is not just a by-product of the Celtic Tiger and a consequence of large-scale immigration but dates back to postcolonial ethno-national definitions of Irishness as based on descent, Catholicism and Gaelic culture which emerged in contradistinction to Britishness 61 . Muslim immigrants and converts pose a particular challenge to Irish national identity as standing outside of conventional definitions of Irishness because of their different race, culture and religion. Such racialised notions of Irish identity have become manifest in anti-Muslim racism which a recent research project has just begun to document 62 . Yet, in immigration debates in Ireland, Muslims have not emerged as Ireland's internal "Significant Other", contrary to discourses that have been observed in other Western European countries.
A recent Islamophobic letter campaign in whose course threatening letters were sent to Muslim communities, organisations and individuals 63 illustrates the presence of anti-Muslim attitudes and their potential and actual violent expressions in Ireland. Emergent discourses around the headscarf, the construction of mosques and the overall place of Islam in Irish society give an indication that discourses around Ireland's new Islamic presence are similarly framed and influenced by pan-European discourses and perceptions. In this sense, Ireland is moving from Irish exceptionalism to European normality in its discursive approaches to its new Islamic presence. Further complicating predicaments lie in the very late experience of cultural, ethnic and religious diversity in Irish society and a lacking state and public engagement with the issue of racism in general and as directed against Muslims in particular 64 . As Ireland has lost is exceptional status post-Celtic Tiger vis-à-vis Britain and the rest of Europe, it has become more prone to antiMuslim discourses which locate Europe's "Significant Other" within its growing Muslim population.
